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ABstrAct
methods
a six-hour observation of behaviour potentially associated with 
injury risk was conducted at six public pools and four playgrounds. 
supervision and behaviour were quantified using an observational 
tool based on the saluja et al.1 model and morrongiello’s2 definition 
of supervision. infants to 10 year-old children engaged in play and 
their carers were observed. child behaviour, corresponding parent 
supervision, and parental intervention were recorded.  
results/evaluation
chi-square tests showed higher levels of supervision were associated 
with specific behaviours in pools and playgrounds. Factors significantly 
linked to level of parental supervision included child age; parent age; 
number of children for whom parents were responsible; and in aquatic 
settings, swimming ability of the child. 
discussion
Level of parental supervision differs with children’s play. despite 
increased dangers in aquatic environments, parents supervised 
less at pools than playgrounds highlighting inappropriate parental 
dependence on lifeguards.  
conclusion
Future research examining the relationship between supervision and 
young children’s risk of drowning at other aquatic environments is 
required. attention, proximity and continuity of supervision should be 
assessed. Findings will enable key water safety stakeholders to further 
highlight this phenomenon in drowning prevention programs.  
Background/introduction
childhood drowning is a world-
wide health problem and 
inadequate supervision has been 
associated with injury and death in 
children. identifying and applying 
appropriate and valid measures of 
parental supervision in different 
environments is challenging. 
a systematic review of supervision 
and injury literature enabled 
identification of an appropriate 
model which considers attention, 
proximity and continuity of 
supervision, and was implemented 
as a template in this investigation.
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unintentional injury is a leading cause of child death 
and hospitalisation for children aged 0-14 years 
(national public health partnership [nphp], 2004; 
peden, mcgee, & krug, 2002). insufficient supervision 
that allows child exposure to hazardous situations 
or events has been recognised as a contributing 
factor to injury risk for young children. The paucity 
of research in the area has resulted in considerable 
speculation about the relationship between injury 
risk and supervision and, to date the impact of 
supervision on child injury risk has not been fully 
clarified. There are few studies investigating the 
nature of supervision that children experience 
during active recreational activities. The aim of 
this study was to address this gap in knowledge by 
providing evidence of the function of supervision as 
a potential risk or protective factor, and identifying 
the willingness of parents to intervene when children 
exhibit behaviours that can potentially cause injury in 
aquatic (public pools) and non-aquatic (playground) 
contexts. observation of parental responses to 
incidents with the potential to result in injury enabled 
categorisation of the level of supervision displayed 
by parents. no judgement was made of supervision 
in the absence of an incident. accordingly, this study 
provides objective data to help researchers and 
practitioners develop injury prevention campaigns 
and intervention programs to reduce unintentional 
injuries in aquatic and playground environments. 
methods
morrongiello (2005) indicated that it can be difficult 
to examine supervision in ways that do not 
misrepresent or distort the phenomenon, and that 
have relevance for investigations of child-injury risk. 
as researchers are yet to agree upon a standardised 
method to measure supervision, a systematic review 
of methodological approaches was conducted, which 
identified high quality data collection methods for 
the measurement of supervision (petrass, Finch 
& Blitvich, unpublished). Based on the review 
recommendations, the data collection method of 
naturalistic observation was chosen for this study. 
The taxonomy developed by saluja et al.(2004) was 
implemented as a framework to measure parental/
carer supervision. The measurement instrument 
considered attention, proximity and continuity and 
enabled categorisation of supervision as “excellent, 
good, sound, poor or absent”, as per Table 1.
all the observation sessions were conducted during 
school holiday periods, or on weekends throughout 
the school term to gain sample periods with high 
levels of children’s active recreational play. The 
recordings were made during a single six hour 
observation period spent at each venue, conducted 
between 10:00am-4:00pm or 10:30am-4: 30pm, as 
these were judged to be the busiest times of the 
day. all data collection was conducted by one of 
the researchers (Lp) and followed pilot testing to 
ensure familiarity with the observation instrument. 
This study received approval from the university of 
Ballarat human research and ethics committee.
venues across metropolitan and regional victoria 
were selected from the phone book and internet. 
The final sample of venues was convenience based 
as, by necessity, data collection occurred at venues 
providing access during non-summer months. 
permission to collect data was obtained from three 
metropolitan and three regional aquatic centres. 
popular outdoor venues were selected in the same 
way, with two metropolitan and two regional venues 
chosen. infants to 10-year-old children engaged 
in recreational play, with parents/carers who were 
present at the venue during the observation time, 
were eligible to be monitored. 
a set of three matrices were used to record 
supervisory behaviours (based on the taxonomy of 
saluja et al. 2004), child behaviours, and associated 
environmental factors. The matrices were developed 
following preliminary observations at swimming 
centres and playgrounds. They were refined 
following data collection in a pilot project prior to the 
main study. 
data Analysis
To identify the relationships and common themes 
within different settings, analyses occurred in two 
sections, one for the aquatic setting and the other 
for playground environments. summary tables 
were developed to describe relationships between 
variables in the aquatic or playground environments. 
These tables were later used to compare common 
themes between the two diverse venues. Where 
common themes were identified, either within 
environments or when making comparisons, cross 
tabulations and chi-squares were conducted to 
identify significant differences between variables. an 
alpha level of 0.05 was selected.
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Five parental variables were selected for statistical 
analysis comparing child behaviour displayed and 
associated parent intervention. The parental variables 
were:
• approximate age of the supervisor; 
• number of children for whom the supervisor was 
responsible; 
• responsibility level of the supervisor (based 
on focal and visual attention, proximity and 
continuity); 
• intervention (yes/no); 
• intervention description. 
These variables were compared with three child-
based variables:
• approximate age of the child; 
• behaviour displayed; 
• swimming ability of the child. 
results
a total of 715 incidents, (defined as any child 
behaviour that had the potential to lead to, or 
result in the occurrence of an unintentional injury) 
were recorded at the six aquatic venues and 334 
incidents across the four playgrounds. due to the low 
frequency of incidents in the 12-18 year supervisor 
age category, this group was eliminated, resulting in 
705 aquatic and 334 playground incidents.
higher levels of parental/carer supervision were 
associated with a lower frequency of injury risk 
behavioural incidents in aquatic and playground 
settings. The level of supervision that parents/carers 
provided in pool and playground settings was 
significantly associated with a number of parental 
and child based variables including the age of the 
parent/carer; the number of children for whom the 
parent/carer was responsible; the age of the child; 
and, in aquatic environments, the swimming ability 
of the child. When comparing the level of supervision 
parents provide for children, and notwithstanding the 
increased dangers in aquatic environments, a greater 
percentage of incidents (30%) were associated with 
no level of supervision in aquatic settings, than in 
playground environments (20%) (see Table 1).
table 1: categorisation of level of supervision (by 
percentage) in pools and playgrounds.








discussion - levels of supervision in aquatic and 
playground environments
despite previous research recognising that dangers 
associated with aquatic environments result in 
increased risk compared with land-based venues 
(nphp, 2004), and the royal Life saving society 
australia [rLssa] (2004) recommending the level of 
supervision of active play should be far greater when 
water is present, supervision in aquatic environments 
is variable. many parents appear to ignore facility 
requirements based on the ‘guidelines for safe pool 
operation’ (rLssa, 2001), which state that children 
under 10 years should not be permitted entry to 
a facility unless under the active supervision of a 
person 16 years or older. 
The findings of this study demonstrated that the 
level of parental supervision differs depending on 
the environment in which children are engaged in 
recreational play, with a greater number of child 
based incidents associated with absence of parental/
carer supervision in aquatic settings, compared 
with land based venues. anecdotally, this may be 
explained by parents mistakenly believing that the 
responsibility for children’s safety is transferred to the 
lifeguard once they enter an aquatic venue. 
implications for Prevention
supervision is usually perceived by parents as an 
effective strategy for avoiding injury as they can 
intervene during an injury-threatening situation 
(iltus, 1994). supervision is a prescribed and often 
assumed method of injury prevention (pollack-nelson 
& drago, 2002). however, a number of factors affect 
the level of supervision provided to children. The 
overall aim within any environment should be that 
parental supervision is at a level that allows children 
to develop a level of independence and responsibility, 
whilst impacting positively upon minimising 
unintentional injury incidents. This highlights the 
need for the level of supervision to be linked with the 
level of risk in the play environment. hence, an open 
water aquatic environment (high risk) would require 
a higher level of continuous supervision than an 
enclosed play environment (low risk), where a sound 
level of supervision may be appropriate. 
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The fact that parents/carers demonstrated different 
levels of supervision in different risk environments 
highlights the need for future research to incorporate 
a greater number of enclosed recreational 
environments with different levels of associated 
risk. as the findings of this study identified lower 
levels of parental supervision when a lifeguard was 
present, further research is required to elucidate 
the supervision/risk relationship in natural aquatic 
environments (beaches, rivers, lakes and dams) 
where lifesavers are not always present. This 
research is of importance, with children frequently 
engaged in aquatic environments during warm 
weather months, and a large proportion of aquatic 
deaths attributed to a lack of supervision. 
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